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Introduction

The aim of this book is to give a brief, chatty, accessible overview of seventy classic smart-thinking books. While ‘smart thinking’, or using the power of the human brain more effectively, is now treated as a genre in itself, it has been around in one form or another for millennia. It was a feature of early works of self-improvement and philosophy and can be found in historically interesting accounts of how the mind works.

The titles we have included go back as far as Aristotle’s Rhetoric, Epictetus’s Enchiridion and Bertrand Russell’s charming ABC of Relativity, and proceed through Edward de Bono’s Lateral Thinking and into the digital era with titles such as The Shallows, Wired to Create, Sapiens and Big Data. The titles covered include thought-provoking classics on psychology, mindfulness, rationality, the brain, mathematical and economic thought, and practical philosophy.

The books are mostly presented in chronological order, showing not only how the genre has developed and grown over time, but also throwing up interesting juxtapositions and connections along the way. The two exceptions are Bryan Magee’s The Story of Philosophy and The Path, a fascinating overview of ancient Chinese philosophers, included near the start as a reminder that there were many centuries in which people were discussing and writing about the same issues as modern and contemporary writers.

The main focus of the book is on the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, and on practical titles rather than pure philosophy or speculation about how the brain works. In particular there are many titles that focus on how we overcome our natural limitations and cognitive biases and maximise our ability to use our brains effectively.

In this respect it is interesting to recount an exchange between the psychologist and writer Daniel Kahneman (see p.144) and the Harvard psychologist Steven Pinker (see p.61) from a 2014 Guardian article. Kahneman expressed his pessimistic view of our cognitive limitations: ‘The idea of human nature with inherent flaws was consistent with a tragic view of the human condition, and it’s a part of being human that we have to live with that tragedy.’

Pinker’s response was to take a glass-half-full approach: ‘We have the means to overcome some of our limitations, through education, through institutions, through enlightenment.’ And in many respects this sums up the basic intention of the smart-thinking genre. A writer such as Kahneman is a genius when it comes to identifying our flaws, but we also need writers who teach us ways of overcoming or getting around those flaws.

There are a couple of notable biases in the selection of books included here. One is that there is a high proportion of American (and in general, western) writers – this is somewhat difficult to avoid as so many of the bestselling titles in the genre are in that tradition. More interesting is the bias towards male writers. The fact is that this is a genre in which relatively few female writers tend to make contributions. My wife’s explanation for this is that women tend to use their common sense in getting on and doing things, whereas men sit down and make elaborate plans and feel the need to share their wisdom and advice with the world afterwards. You can make of that theory what you want …

What constitutes a classic? That’s a tough question. When it comes to recent books, in particular, it can be hard to guess which will stand the test of time. And not all of these books are even any good. It has sometimes also seemed appropriate to warn you off some pretty weak titles. The main thing that these books have in common is that they are genuine classics, bestsellers or have been highly praised. The intention of the summaries is to give you an idea of what the book is like, and whether or not it would be useful to you. The ‘Speed Read’ for each book delivers a brief and occasionally irreverent sense of the main thesis. You can sit down and read this book from start to finish or feel free to dip in, explore writers, and ignore entries. With luck you will find yourself with a shortlist of books you want to read in full.


Rhetoric

Aristotle, fourth century BC

Aristotle, often known as the father of western philosophy, has a tendency to write dense texts that carefully categorise an area of knowledge. In this pursuit he employs the careful precision of a librarian filing books away.

One of his most interesting works, Rhetoric, also known as Ars Rhetorica, is a treatise on the art of persuasion. He broadly defines rhetoric as the ability in any particular case to see the available means of persuasion.

The ancient Greeks had three ways of establishing possible or certain truth: logic, which they thought could lead to certain knowledge (as in a maths proof); dialectic, the art of argument in conversation (as practised notably by Plato and Socrates); and rhetoric, which is the art of using argument in speeches.

This is principally a book that examines ways of making a persuasive argument in a speech, presentation or sales pitch. For discussions of and demonstrations of dialectic, the Socratic dialogues are a good place to start.

There are three books within the work. Book one provides an overview and carefully defines and discusses various different types of rhetorical device. Book two, the heart of the work, looks at the fundamental persuasions available to an orator, while book three focuses more on elements of style, delivery, and structure.

The three types of persuasion are ethos, pathos and logos. Logos, which has the briefest treatment, is essentially the art of making a logical argument. Aristotle gives a fairly technical but precise overview of methods – such as inductive argument and abductive argument.

Ethos is defined as persuasion rooted in the character of the speaker – we are obviously more easily persuaded by people who we see as trustworthy. Aristotle breaks this down further by discussing the main qualities that make us trust someone: good sense, good moral character, and good will. If someone comes across as having good sense, it means they seem to be rational and reasonable, and are speaking in a calm, collected way. It is also most likely that we regard someone as having good sense if they can demonstrate that they are experienced and knowledgeable about the subject they are discussing. Good moral character is rooted in how we think someone behaves, both when they are aware of our presence and when they are not. And we believe someone is showing good will if they can demonstrate they are taking our interests into account and responding to them.

Of course, someone can display all of these qualities and still fail to be persuasive – which is where pathos comes in. This is the means of persuasion that relies on passion and emotional appeals: we are more susceptible to persuasion in some moods than others. A shop tries to create an atmosphere in which the right emotions are aroused that lead a shopper to make purchases. And if you want someone to support a new regulation or law, it might help if you make them feel sorry for people who are being adversely affected by the current situation, or angry at people who are unfairly profiting. Newspapers and the media rely especially on the latter strategy: the onslaught of ‘daily hate’ articles that are the mainstay of certain tabloid newspapers and TV channels are entirely rooted in the need to arouse anger in their readers and viewers.

As ever, Aristotle helpfully breaks down the emotions in a range of binary choices. Anger is in opposition to calm. If people are treated with contempt, spite or made to feel ashamed then they will tend to be angry, whereas calm is more easily inspired in the absence of these things.

Friendship is seen as being in opposition to hatred: when people seem to have our interests at heart. Fear is opposed to confidence: think of the way that insurers sell their products by inspiring fear of the worst outcome. If we are confident something won’t happen or we have ways of dealing with it, we can overcome fear.

The other emotional poles discussed by Aristotle feature shame vs shamelessness (for instance, we can be made to feel ashamed about morally weak or bad things we have done); kindness as opposed to unkindness (people often interpret this choice to be whether or not we would go out of our way to help them); pity vs indignation (we feel pity if someone is suffering needlessly, and indignation when we feel someone is getting a reward they don’t deserve); and envy vs emulation.

This last choice is an interesting one. The essential difference is how enabled we feel. If someone on a similar level to us gets a piece of good fortune, then we are likely to feel envious if we think we should have got that lucky break ourselves or if we feel there is no chance of us having the same good fortune. By contrast, if someone on the same level as us has a stroke of good fortune that we believe could happen to us in future, then a very different emotion is inspired. We are likely to try harder to emulate their good luck.

The material on pathos is probably of the most interest to contemporary readers. As humans we are clearly very emotional creatures. The decisions we make when we are angry or fearful will be very different to the ones we make when we are feeling calm, loved and supported. The art of persuasion in the hands of a well-meaning person is about making sure that we feel the appropriate response in any given situation. Of course, rhetoric is also very often used by people with malign intentions and, in these cases, it is instructive to note how the misdirection of anger and fear are often used to whip up a mob, trigger a Twitterstorm or to create clickbait.


THE SPEED READ


Rhetoric, the art of seeing how to use a speech or presentation to persuade an audience, is crucial because it is one of the ways of revealing the truth. You can’t always persuade someone using only facts, so persuasion is also key. You need a deep understanding not only of logic, but also of character and emotion if you want to persuade people and make effective changes to the world around you as a result.






Enchiridion

Epictetus, second century AD

Epictetus was a Greek philosopher who taught his students that clear thinking and self-reflection are key parts of a good life: philosophy is not just an academic discipline but a practical one.

As a Stoic, he put forward the idea that we should make a calm, unemotional response to events in our lives. But he falls between two extremes in the movement: the early Stoics suggested we should suppress and deny desire and emotion in order to achieve ‘eudaimonia’ (an even, good temper), while the later Stoics focused on acknowledging emotion and desire without letting them dominate our decisions.

Epictetus sat somewhere between the extremes, arguing that emotion and desire are often simply illogical. He even questions why we are sad if a loved one dies, arguing that it is either selfish (thinking of how it affects ourselves to miss the departed) or a failure to realise that they are in a better place.

His Discourses was a summary of his teaching compiled by Arrian, a second-century student of his in the schoolroom in Nicopolis where he seems to have been a kind of tutor for the sons of rich families. He taught three particular fields ‘in which people who are going to be good and excellent must first have been trained. The first has to do with desires and aversions – that they may never fail to get what they desire, nor fall into what they avoid – the second with cases of choice and of refusal and, in general, with duty – that they may act in an orderly fashion, upon good reasons, and not carelessly – the third with the avoidance of error and rashness in judgement.’

The Enchiridion is a shorter work, summing up some of the key points of his teaching in a book of maxims (the title translates as ‘rulebook’ or ‘manual’). Epictetus urges his pupils to concern themselves with those things in life which they can influence. ‘The things in our control are by nature free, unrestrained, unhindered; but those not in our control are weak, slavish, restrained, belonging to others. Remember, then, that if you suppose that things which are slavish by nature are also free, and that what belongs to others is your own, then you will be hindered.’

This is a particularly interesting observation for Epictetus to make, having started his own life as a slave. According to one account one of his legs was once broken deliberately by his master. When Epictetus argues that we can find dignity in all situations and suggests we shouldn’t let ourselves be made a slave by allowing someone else to provoke us to anger, he is speaking from a deep well of understanding.

Epictetus also teaches that we are responsible for our own actions, need to practise a high level of self-discipline, and to reflect upon ourselves and our choices. He emphasises the idea that we should always be aware of our own ignorance and gullibility and to accept them with equanimity.

The Enchiridion offers a range of advice on how to develop a stoic attitude and to attain apatheia (clear judgment). To live a Socratic life in pursuit of these goals, we need to pursue four cardinal virtues: sophrosyne (temperance and self-control), dicaeosyne (righteousness and truthfulness), sophia (wisdom and common sense), and andreia (courage and a bit of oomph). If we do not indulge desires or wallow in emotion, we can achieve harmony with the world around us and detach ourselves from pointless distractions.

In an age of increasing nationalism, it is interesting to note that Epictetus also had something to say on the subject of attaching your loyalty to such trivial things as your place of origin. ‘If what philosophers say of the kinship of God and men be true, what remains for men to do but as Socrates did – never, when asked one’s country, to answer, “I am an Athenian or a Corinthian”, but “I am a citizen of the world”.’

The Enchiridion is a useful reminder of the fact that, even two millennia ago, there were teachers like Epictetus who placed clear, intelligent, honest thinking at the heart of their guide to a good life.


THE SPEED READ


There are many things that affect us which we have no power to affect. If you allow yourself to be unduly affected by those things then you are behaving foolishly: instead develop a clear understanding of who you are, don’t allow emotion or desire to overwhelm your judgment, and practise self-control, honesty, truth and courage in the pursuit of a good life.






The Story of Philosophy:

A Concise Introduction to the World’s Greatest Thinkers and Their Ideas

Bryan Magee, 2001

For the most part the books in this collection are arranged in chronological order, but we’re making an exception for this title because it is a look back over the millennia at all the main strands of philosophy.

Bryan Magee was a British philosopher, broadcaster, and author who specialised in explaining philosophical concepts to a popular audience. And while philosophy isn’t strictly the same thing as smart thinking, the roots of the latter lie in the former, which is mostly concerned with asking difficult questions about the nature of the world we live in and attempting to resolve them. A basic grounding in philosophy and the different ways it has approached problems of existence is invaluable when it comes to applying critical thought.

Magee takes a chatty approach to the subject but his expertise is undeniable. He begins with the Pre-Socratic philosophers and their attempts to understand the nature of reality. For instance, Parmenides argued that everything in nature is constant and unchanging, while Heraclitus took the view that ‘everything is flux. Nothing in our world is permanent. Everything is changing all the time.’ (Interestingly, modern atomic science has revealed that both philosopers were essentially correct. The constituent elements that make up atoms are effectively eternal and unchanging, but constantly re-combine, making new elements and substances.)

After working his way through Socrates and the idea of dialectic, Magee moves to the Stoics, Cynics, Epicureans, and Sceptics, before reaching the era of Christianity and noting the ways in which earlier Greek philosophers influenced Christian thinkers such as the Neo-Platonists.

He covers the beginnings of true science and the way that scientists and rationalists such as René Descartes (see p.15), Spinoza and Leibniz undermined Christian philosophy to create the foundations of modern thought. This leads Magee into one of the other great dualities in the story of thought: the battle between rationalists, who believed we could reach an understanding of life, the universe, and everything through pure logic, and the empiricists (including Locke, Hume and Burke) who insisted that we could only do this through scientific investigation of empirical facts.

This also touches on the problem of knowledge, still a difficult subject for philosophers. Without going into too much detail, the problem is that any attempt to define certainty of knowledge seems to be subject to questioning and counter-examples. It feels like a hopeless task at times, especially when you reach the twentieth century, when the attempt to base mathematics on pure logic was undermined by Kurt Gödel’s incompleteness theorems, though that’s another long story … (see p.38)

Magee takes us through the golden age of German philosophy, from Kant to Nietzsche, and in each case he makes a pretty good fist of explaining complicated ideas in simple terms. He looks at the way that the revolutionary French thinkers such as Rousseau and Voltaire helped to create the conditions for a political upheaval, as philosophical theories such as utilitarianism (which bases morality on outcomes rather than intentions or virtue) and pragmatism underpinned the development of modern democracy.

And, finally, he takes us on a whirlwind tour through the twentieth century, looking at thinkers as disparate as Frege and the existentialists. He also has time for Wittgenstein, who analysed language as though it were a mutual game between speakers and came up with memorable images such as the duck/rabbit, which demonstrates how we can perceive the same thing in two different ways, by showing how a specially drawn picture of a duck can be looked at in a different way to appear to be a rabbit.

If you want a shortcut to gaining a broad understanding of how philosophical traditions have developed over the centuries, this is a nicely illustrated, concise and comprehensible guide that covers all the main bases without being glib or simplistic in the process.


THE SPEED READ


A guide to three millennia of philosophical thought, introducing thinkers who have explored the nature of existence, the question of what we can and do really know, and how we have used a variety of philosophical approaches to try to apply smart thinking to the big questions.






The Path:

What Chinese Philosophers Can Teach Us About the Good Life

Michael Puett and Christine Gross-Loh, 2016

Michael Puett is a professor at Harvard, teaching a popular course on classical Chinese ethical and political theory. After the writer Christine Gross-Loh wrote an article about him, they got together to produce this book, essentially a brief guide to Chinese philosophy.

They cover a variety of thinkers who don’t always agree with each other, but the book brings out some common strands in which Confucius features heavily. It is an interesting work partly because it offers an alternative approach to the self than that most commonly found in western thought and in self-help. In the western tradition there is a strong emphasis of coming to an understanding of who you truly are and remaining authentic to your ‘true self’. By contrast The Path focuses our attention on the Confucian idea (also present in much Indian philosophy) that there is no true self. Puett instead describes our minds as ‘a messy and potentially ugly bunch of stuff’; we are a bundle of feelings and instincts, without a single guiding force.

Puett has specifically acknowledged how at odds this puts him with the self-help tradition: ‘I think of it as sort of anti-self-help. Self-help tends to be about learning to love yourself and embrace yourself for who you are. A lot of these ideas are saying precisely the opposite – no, you overcome the self, you break the self. You should not be happy with who you are.’

If we are a bundle (an idea also found in David Hume, among western philosophers), we are prone to falling into predictable patterns of behaviour. The Confucian response is to disrupt this activity through the practise of ritual: whether it be ancestor worship or paying daily respects to a shrine. (There is a similar idea in Shinto Buddhism: in Japan it is common for people hurrying around the hectic streets of Tokyo to pause at a miniature shrine, lowering their head in thought for a few minutes before clapping and then moving on with their lives.)

While our modern lives may not generally allow for such ritual, the authors suggest alternative ways of disrupting the tendency to get into a rut. For instance, make a small change to daily routines, or a conscious alteration of the ordinary, whether it be asking a shopkeeper how they are, or getting off at a different bus stop. This can help you to step outside of your usual patterns and understand the ways in which they constrain you. Such small human interactions can also boost your emotional intelligence by obliging you to treat another person with respect and to pay attention to their responses and behaviour.

It’s been pointed out that the approach recommended in the book also shares a lot of ground with ‘virtue ethics’, the sum of the innate qualities of a person combined with their desire to live a good life. The idea was commonly explored by writers like Aristotle, but was generally pushed to one side by the Judeo-Christian tradition, in which adherents were advised that faith was the one requisite quality, and that virtue would result from that faith (practising virtue in isolation from faith was deemed impossible.) However, virtue ethics have been revived by recent philosophers such as Alasdair MacIntyre. The idea is that, through ritual or disruption, we should aim to train our behaviour and emotional responses and this will lead us to becoming more virtuous.

One problem with the book is that in a fairly short space of time several differing writers are covered, and the section on each is fairly lightweight, focusing on a particular issue: from  Mencius we learn why plans generally go awry, from Zhuangzi we learn about spontaneity, and from other philosophers we read thoughts about nature, artifice and the nature of power. This can be a bit unsettling, as we are jumping between quite different schools of thought. It also means that we don’t get a huge amount of depth when it comes to interesting Chinese ideas such as wu-wei (inaction).

The book provides a good example of the sort of hubristic claims that are so often used to hype a book. The authors promise that it will ‘flip on its head everything we understand about getting to know ourselves and getting along with other people’. This is definitely overkill, but it is nonetheless an interesting and rewarding read which may inspire you to make some changes in the way you approach life.


THE SPEED READ


A brief guide to Confucius and other early Chinese philosophers: we are a bundle of qualities and emotions – there is no true self. True meditation and mindfulness are built around coming to this understanding, but we can also use ritual and disruption in our daily lives to reveal and understand the patterns we unwittingly fall into and to develop more virtuous ways of doing things.






Discourse on Method

René Descartes, 1637

The origins of ‘smart thinking’ lie in philosophy. While we’ve avoided including too many pure philosophy books in this collection, a few titles seemed worthwhile for the role they have played in provoking readers to deeper thinking.

Discourse on Method is a fundamental title for western philosophy, a fascinating example of rationalism (essentially, the attempt to build up a system of knowledge using logic alone) and the ultimate source material for the Matrix movies, to boot. The author can be quite funny, at least in the early stages of the book, writing, ‘Good sense is, of all things among men, the most equally distributed; for everyone thinks himself so abundantly provided with it, that those even who are the most difficult to satisfy in everything else, do not usually desire a larger measure of this quality than they already possess.’

Descartes, a brilliant mathematician and a religious believer, was bothered by the problem of scepticism, the fact that almost everything we think we know seems like it is susceptible to reasonable doubt. He decided to design a method that would help him to explore this and, hopefully, to attain certain knowledge about the world. One of his four principles is the most important for our purposes: ‘The first was never to accept anything for true which I did not clearly know to be such; that is to say, carefully to avoid precipitancy and prejudice, and to comprise nothing more in my judgment than what was presented to my mind so clearly and distinctly as to exclude all ground of doubt.’

Given this, he vowed to suspend his belief in every single thing that he could imagine being untrue: he gives a model demonstration of the method of doubt, pointing out all too persuasively that almost every one of his beliefs could be wrong. He takes this to such an extent that he decides not to trust his perceptions, reasoning that he could be the prisoner of a demon who has placed him in a vat and is somehow feeding him those apparent perceptions. (I did flag up the comparison with The Matrix, didn’t I … ?)

At this stage, all seems lost. But then he sees a tiny ray of light in the darkness. Even if all his perceptions are false, they can only exist because he is thinking. This leads him to one of the most famous lines in all philosophy: ‘I think, therefore I am.’ (I could get bogged down in the many philosophers who have pointed out flaws in this approach, as it assumes that such a thing as the self exists, even in this simple step, but let’s not get distracted by that just now.)

From here, things start to get a bit shaky. Descartes suggests that the method of doubt can’t pass judgment on reason because it is actually based in reason. And while your head is still spinning trying to work that one out, he slips in the idea that there must be a God, as he is the only guarantee that reason isn’t being tricked. He offers a few proofs for the existence of God, including the ontological argument (which is, essentially, that God is the greatest being conceivable and, since we can conceive of him, he must exist). Then from there he goes back to assuming that his perceptions are trustworthy, since God wouldn’t allow him to be tricked, and he starts the complex process of trying to build up a system of knowledge about maths, physics and the world using his perceptions as foundations.

This section of the book is interesting, but the part that is best remembered – and which made the work a classic – is its initial journey into darkness and doubt, and the first few steps he attempted to take in order to resolve his moment of absolute uncertainty. In terms of smart thinking today, it might be worth bearing in mind that a scaled-down version of the method of doubt can be a useful thing to deploy in many situations. You needn’t go so far as imagining a demon is tricking you to take a few moments to think about all the things you might have wrong in a situation and what the consequences could be.


THE SPEED READ


I want to build a complete, reliable foundation of knowledge, but everything seems open to doubt. Even my perceptions might be the result of an evil demon’s trick. But wait a moment: I know I am thinking, so I must exist. And if I exist, God must exist and, er, he wouldn’t lie to me so … hurrah, my perceptions are trustworthy after all!






The ABC of Relativity

Bertrand Russell, 1925

I was exploring my parent’s bookcases one day when I was about twelve, and I stumbled upon a book that looked like a science-fiction novel.

It showed the swirling surface of the sun along with some mathematical symbols and equations. On further exploration it turned out to be a beginners’ guide to Einstein’s theories: Bertrand Russell’s The ABC of Relativity. While I certainly didn’t understand large parts of it, it made a deep impression on me, to read such astoundingly deep theories explained in such a chatty, witty manner.

In the years after World War I, Russell had found himself short of money as, in spite of his academic reputation as a brilliant philosopher (especially in the field of mathematical logic), he didn’t have an academic appointment. However, that wasn’t the only reason he turned to writing books: he also had a deep conviction that the horrors of the war had been partly caused by ignorance and prejudice and believed that teaching people about the wonders of the universe and philosophy was a way of making the world a better place.

This drive is one of the things that gives this book such focus and humour, although the humour is sometimes quite dark – for instance when Russell muses about atomic weapons. Having mentioned that there is a limited supply of uranium from which such weapons (that hadn’t then been perfected) could be built, he reassures the reader that there is no
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